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ABSTRACT
We studied the impact of simulated global change on a high alpine meadow plant
community. Specifically, we examined whether short-term (5 years) responses are
good predictors for medium-term (7 years) changes in the system by applying a
factorial warming and nutrient manipulation to 20 plots in Latnjajaure, subarctic
Sweden. Seven years of experimental warming and nutrient enhancement caused
dramatic shifts in dominance hierarchies in response to the nutrient and the
combined warming and nutrient enhancement treatments. Dominance hierarchies
in the meadow moved from a community being dominated by cushion plants,
deciduous, and evergreen shrubs to a community being dominated by grasses,
sedges,andforbs.Short-termresponseswereshowntobeinconsistentintheirability
to predict medium-term responses for most functional groups, however, grasses
showed a consistent and very substantial increase in response to nutrient addition
over the seven years. The non-linear responses over time point out the importance
of longer-term studies with repeated measurements to be able to better predict
future changes. Forecasted changes to temperature and nutrient availability have
implications for trophic interactions, and may ultimately influence the access to
and palatability of the forage for grazers. Depending on what anthropogenic change
will be most pronounced in the future (increase in nutrient deposits, warming, or
a combination of them both), different shifts in community dominance hierarchies
may occur. Generally, this study supports the productivity–diversity relationship
found across arctic habitats, with community diversity peaking in mid-productivity
systems and degrading as nutrient availability increases further. This is likely due
the increasing competition in plant–plant interactions and the shifting dominance
structure with grasses taking over the experimental plots, suggesting that global
changecouldhavehighcoststobiodiversityintheArctic.
Subjects Biodiversity, Conservation Biology, Ecology, Ecosystem Science, Plant Science
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Globalchangeisexpectedtoleadtowidespreadbiomeandbiodiversityshiftsacrossspatial
scales, from the regional to the global (Sala, Chapin & Armesto, 2000; Grimm et al., 2013).
Many of the fastest changes in physical conditions are predicted to occur in polar and
alpine ecosystems, including increasing growing season length, permafrost degradation,
and increasing nutrient mobilization, due to a climate warming that is unprecedented in
the last two millennia (IPCC, 2007; Kaufman et al., 2009). As a result, these ecosystems
are assumed to be particularly vulnerable to climate change (Callaghan & Jonasson, 1995),
with some species even going extinct (Klein, Harte & Zhao, 2004). Observational studies
have already shown shifts in plant community structure over the last several decades of
climatewarminginhigh-latitudeandhigh-elevationtundra,particularlytheproliferation
ofshrubsandgrasses(Capers&Stone,2011;McManusetal.,2012;Callaghanetal.,2013).
Ecosystem responses to global change are complex, nonlinear, and spatially and
temporally heterogeneous. Warming is predicted to be the largest driver of change in
arctic, alpine, and boreal regions, but nitrogen deposition is also expected to have a large
effect, especially in alpine ecosystems (Sala, Chapin & Armesto, 2000). Within a single
landscape, warming and nutrient amendment may change in their relative importance
from low to high elevations (Graglia et al., 2001). The effects of both have been examined
experimentally. Early analyses and meta-analyses of experimental warming in alpine and
arctic systems found immediate phenological changes, short-term responses in terms
of plant growth, and medium- and long-term responses in terms of plant reproduction
and community structure (Arft et al., 1999; Van Wijk et al., 2004; Hollister, Webber &
Tweedie, 2005). Nutrient enhancement in these systems also produced short-term growth
responses but were sometimes followed by declines in abundance (Dormann & Woodin,
2002; Campioli, Leblans & Michelsen, 2012). There are many potential explanations for
the complexity of these responses. The changes themselves create biotic effects such as
increased plant competition and changes in litter accumulation, which may in turn affect
demography(Foster&Gross,1998;Olsen&Klanderud,2014).Speciesalsoexhibitdifferent
degrees of phenotypic plasticity, and may thus vary in their ability to succeed, survive
and thrive under the anticipated changing conditions (Campioli, Leblans & Michelsen,
2012). More recent meta-analyses of temperature manipulation experiments have shown
that responses vary sizes to warming treatments and may increase over time, likely due
to a combination of all of these factors (Elmendorf et al., 2012). Longevity may also play
a role, as short lived species have been predicted to be more sensitive to climate change
thanmorelong-livedspecies(Morrisetal.,2008).ThisimpliesthatmanyalpineandArctic
plant species could buffer against climate change due to their long-lived nature. In the
longer run, however, the long life span of arctic and alpine plants in combination with
their capacity for sexual reproduction will determine their fate as evolutionary adaptation
is a slow process in comparison with the projected pace of warming (Molau, 1993). It is
questionable whether evolution can keep pace with climate change on global scale, thus
increasingtheextensionrisk(Jump&Pe˜ nuelas,2005;Parmesan,2006).
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within a group (Dormann & Woodin, 2002), the size and speed of responses to simulated
global change may nonetheless be somewhat generalizable by plant functional type.
For instance, grasses are commonly increasing in abundance under both warming and
nutrient treatments (Graglia et al., 2001; Klanderud & Totland, 2005; Campioli, Leblans &
Michelsen, 2012). Shrubs have also been detected as expanding in the arctic in recent years
(McManusetal.,2012).Anotherimportantfunctionalgroupiscushionplants,whichhave
great influence on ecosystems in polar and high alpine areas throughout the world as they
oftenfunctionasfacilitatorspeciesacrosstrophiclevels(Cavieres&Arroyo,2002;Molenda,
Reid&Lortie,2012;Royetal.,2013).Unfortunately,thereareveryfewexperimentalstudies
onclimatechangeimpactoncushionplants,butthefewthatexisthaveshowncontrasting
responses to warming (Day et al., 2009; Alatalo & Little, 2014). The ability of functional
groups to compete for light, nutrients, and other resources varies, and the responses
may depend on interactions with co-inhabiting species; for instance, the most abundant
(“dominant”)speciesorfunctionalgroupinacommunitycanhaveastronginfluenceson
thebiotic conditionsofthe otherspeciesby eithernegative,competitive interactionsorby
positive, facilitative interactions (Grime, 1998; Klanderud & Totland, 2004). For instance,
an increase in shrub cover may lead to a decrease in species richness (Pajunen, Oksanen
& Virtanen, 2011) while the presence of nitrogen-fixing legumes facilitates a richer
plant community (Olsen, Sandvik & Totland, 2013). With changes in abiotic conditions,
dominantspeciesinmoreproductivealpineplantcommunitiesmaymonopolizeaddedN
and P at the expense of their neighbors (Onipchenko et al., 2012), or may show changes in
both their competitive response and competitive effect under experimental warming (Niu
& Wan, 2008). Thus the redistribution of vegetation types in arctic and alpine ecosystems
can create major shifts in dominance hierarchies (Klanderud & Totland, 2005), resulting
in feedback loops accelerating changes in ecosystem structure and functioning
(Gragliaetal.,2001).
There are a growing number of studies on simulated global change effects on alpine
plant communities at the community level, by warming and by nutrient addition.
However, at present there are only a few factorial studies with experimental warming
and nutrient addition on alpine plant communities (for example, Chapin et al., 1995;
Alatalo, 1998; Klanderud & Totland, 2005; J¨ agerbrand et al., 2009; Campioli, Leblans
& Michelsen, 2012), and not one of them attempts to assess if short term (<5 years)
responses are consistent with medium (6–10 years) or longer term (>10 years) responses.
This represents a notable gap in knowledge, as an Alaskan study suggests that short
term responses are poor indicators of longer term studies (Hollister, Webber & Tweedie,
2005). We used a factorial experimental design to assess community and functional
group response of vascular plants to warming and nutrient perturbations in northern
Sweden over a period of seven years. The abundance of lichens, bryophytes, and vascular
plants have already been shown to have changed after five years of manipulations in this
experiment(Alatalo,1998;Molau&Alatalo,1998;J¨ agerbrandetal.,2009).Inthisstudy,we
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system,i.e.,areshort-termresponsesconsistentwithlonger-termresponses.
MATERIALS & METHODS
Study area
FieldworktookplaceattheLatnjajaureFieldStation(LFS)innorthernSweden,at1000m
elevation in the valley of Latnjavagge (68◦21′N, 18◦29′E). Continuous climate data were
providedfromtheearlyspringof1992onwards.Climateisclassifiedassub-arctic(Polunin,
1951) with snow cover for most of the year, cool summers, and relatively mild, snow-rich
winters.Meanannualtemperaturesrangedfrom−2.0to−2.7 ◦Cbetween1993and1999,
with winter minima of −27.3 to −21.7 ◦C. Mean annual precipitation during this time
period was 808 mm, with individual years ranging from a low 605 mm in 1996 up to
990 mm in 1993. The warmest temperatures come in July, which had mean temperatures
rangingfrom+5.4 ◦Cin1992to+9.9 ◦Cin1997.
Physical conditions in the valley vary from dry to wet and poor and acidic to base-rich,
withavarietyofplantcommunitiestomatch.Thisfieldexperimentfocusedonameadow
community. Previous work in the valley has shown that despite a geographic situation of
subarctic-alpine, vegetation of the area is more representative of the Low Arctic, with Cas-
siope tetragona,Dryas octopetala,andCarex bigelowiiamongthedominantspecies(Molau
&Alatalo,1998).Atthe beginning ofthisfieldexperiment,theplotswere characterizedby
sedges,shrubs,andcushionplants:C. tetragona,C. bigelowii,Carex vaginata,Silene acaulis
and Vaccinium vitis-idaea were present in every plot in the meadow community, while
Polygonum vivparumandD. octopetalawerepresentin75%ormoreplots.
Experimental design
In July 1995, 20 plots (1 × 1 m) with homogenous vegetation cover were chosen in the
meadow plant community and randomly assigned to treatments in a factorial design.
There were 8 control (CTR) plots and 4 plots for each of the experimental treatments:
warming(Tfortemperatureenhancement),nutrientaddition(N)andcombinedwarming
and nutrient addition (TN). Warming was induced by Open Top Chambers (OTCs) that
increase temperature by 1.5 to 3 ◦C compared to control plots with ambient temperature
(Marionetal.,1997;Molau&Alatalo,1998).Nutrientadditionconsistedof5gofnitrogen
(as NH4NO3) and 5 g of phosphorus (P2O5) per m2, dissolved in 10 L of meltwater. In
1995 all plots were analyzed with a point-frame method (Walker, 1996) to determine
the species occurrences under natural conditions before implementing the experimental
treatments. The OTCs were then left on plots with warming treatments year-around, and
nutrientadditionwasapplieddirectlyaftertheinitialvegetationanalysesin1995andafew
daysaftersnowmeltinthesubsequentyears(1996–2001).
Measurements
All vascular plants in the plots were identified to species level and cover of each species
was assessed using a 1 × 1 m frame with 100 grid points (Walker, 1996) in the middle
of the 1995, 1999, and 2001 growing seasons. To ensure accuracy and reproducibility,
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of each plot allowed the frame to be placed in the same position within the plot at
each different measuring point. Only the first hit of each species was recorded. This
method has been shown to be accurate in detecting changes in tundra vegetation
(May&Hollister,2012).
Data analysis
From the point-frame data, we summed the number of touches to pins within each plot
to produce plot-level cover measures for each species, which were aggregated into total
coverforeachplot.Speciesrichnesswastalliedasthetotalnumberofspeciespresentatthe
100 points within the plot. The cover data, showing the number of hits for each species,
wereusedtocalculatetheShannondiversityindexandPielou’sevennessindexineachplot
(Oksanenetal.,2012).
For each response variable, normality and homogeneity of variance were assessed
using standard diagnostic procedures. All statistical analyses were performed in R version
2.15.3 (R Core Team, 2013). A mixed-effects model with fixed factors of nutrient and
temperature manipulation, random factors of year and plot was used to analyze responses
in total cover, species richness, diversity, and evenness for the whole community using
the lme4 package (Bates, Maechler & Bolker, 2012), using restricted maximum likelihood
(REML). A generalized linear mixed-effects model using Poisson errors was used for
total cover and species richness. Diversity and evenness were normally distributed and
a generalized model was not necessary. Backward model selection was performed using
second-order AIC (AICc) scores (Mazerolle, 2013) due to the small sample size. For
model validation, we examined residuals and q-q plots. Where the interaction of the
fixedfactorswassignificant,multiplecomparisonswereperformedwithinthegeneralized
linear model framework using the glht function of the multcomp package (Hothorn, Bretz
&Westfall,2008).
Wealsoanalyzedresponsesforeachofsixfunctionalgroups:cushionplants,deciduous
shrubs, evergreen shrubs, forbs, grasses, and “sedges” (including both Juncaceae and
Cyperaceae). We used each species’ pin-hits to calculate each functional group’s cover, and
from this its relative cover as a percentage of the total cover in each plot. Functional group
coverwasanalyzedusingthesamegeneralizedlinearmodelastotalcover,describedabove.
Shannon diversity was calculated separately for the deciduous shrub, evergreen shrub,
and forb functional groups and analyzed using mixed-effects models as described above.
Cushionplant,grass,andsedgefunctionalgroupsrarelyhadmorethanoneortwospecies
present ina plot, and asa result analyzingthe Shannon diversity lackedutility. Instead, for
eachplotweusedthemoresimplisticmeasureofspeciesrichnessforthesethreefunctional
groups, categorizing the change from 1995 to 1999 and from 1995 to 2001 as either losing
speciesrichness,maintainingthesamenumberofspecies,orgainingspeciesrichness.The
distribution of these responses between treatment groups was compared to what would
be expected based on cell size and the global mean using Fisher’s exact test, with p-values
basedon10,000replicatesofMonteCarlosimulation.
Alatalo et al. (2014), PeerJ, DOI 10.7717/peerj.406 5/18Table 1 Stepwise selection of generalized linear mixed-effects models for community responses to simulated global change, including plot and
yearasrandomfactors.AICcvaluesformodelsarelisted,beginningwiththemostcomplexmodel(factorial:nutrient×temperaturemanipulation)
and moving backward until the best model is found. This process tests first an additive model (nutrient + temperature manipulation), then
univariate models (nutrient manipulation only; temperature manipulation only) and finally a random effects model including only the random
factors. The AICc of the best model is highlighted in bold, and the marginal R2 (explaining variation from only the fixed factors) of the best model
is also listed.
AICcvaluesformodelsinbackwardstepwiseselection MarginalR2 of
bestmodel
Response Factorial Additive Nutrient Temperature Random
Total community Cover 73.53 76.92 0.45
Richness 48.68 45.68 47.21 44.95 45.69 0.07
Diversity 39.63 36.91 33.32 32.53 29.17 n.a.
Evenness −111.86 −117.98 −125.69 −125.73 −133.43 n.a.
Cushion plants Cover 123.52 125.79 0.41
Deciduous shrubs Cover 167.47 165.25 164.49 165.33 165.30 0.11
Diversity 72.19 68.59 64.89 74.37 71.81 0.24
Evergreen shrubs Cover 200.60 199.21 197.77 205.27 204.55 0.32
Diversity 63.43 60.77 57.07 57.08 53.67 n.a.
Forbs Cover 160.80 159.16 157.18 159.26 157.09 n.a.
Diversity 82.67 80.17 79.06 76.26 75.38 n.a.
Grasses Cover 197.65 198.01 0.34
Sedges Cover 154.35 152.76 150.74 155.64 154.14 0.15
RESULTS
Themodelselectionresultsformixed-effectsmodelsofalltotalcommunityandfunctional
group responses are summarized in Table 1. Treatment effects from linear comparisons
withintheselectedmodelaredescribedbelow.
Sevenyearsofexperimentalwarmingandnutrientadditionhadasignificantinteractive
effect on total cover of vegetation in the plots. All experimental treatments showed cover
differences from the control plots, with the temperature and combined temperature and
nutrient treatments decreasing compared to the control plots while the nutrient-only
treatment showed a cover increase compared to the control plots (Fig. 1A). A total of
51 species were observed in plots over the course of the seven-year experiment, with
individualcountsperplotrangingfrom6to21speciesatagiventimepoint.Thedifference
between species richness in warmed and unwarmed plots was only marginal (linear
comparisons, p = 0.07; Fig. 1B). This corresponded to no significant effects of any of
thetreatmentsoneitherShannondiversity(Fig.1C)orPielou’sevenness(Fig.1D).
Drastic shifts in dominance structure were observed in the nutrient and combined
temperature and nutrient manipulation plots over the course of the 7-year experiment
(Fig. 2), with grasses increasing in the nutrient and nutrient plus warming treatments,
whilesedgesanddeciduousshrubsdecreasedincover.
Coverofcushionplantsrespondedtoasignificantinteractionbetweenthenutrientand
temperature manipulations, with the cover in the combined treatment plots significantly
lowerthaninanyoftheotherplots(linearcomparisons,p < 0.001;Fig.3A).Inboth1999
Alatalo et al. (2014), PeerJ, DOI 10.7717/peerj.406 6/18Figure 1 Total cover, species richness, Shannon’s diversity, and Pielou’s evenness within the meadow
community. Total cover (A), species richness (B), Shannon’s diversity (C), and Pielou’s evenness (D) in
the control (CTR), nutrient addition (N), warming (T), and combined nutrient addition and warming
(TN) plots in the meadow community. Means are separated by measurement year, with a white bar for
1995, a grey bar for 1999, and a black bar for the final measurement in 2001. Labels for treatments in (A)
represent groupings based on significant (p < 0.05) differences from multiple comparisons performed
within the generalized linear mixed-effects model. There were no significant differences between treat-
ments for the other response variables. Error bars represent one standard error of the mean within each
treatment and year.
and2001,20%ofplotsacrosstheentireexperimenthaddecreasedinspeciesrichnesscom-
pared to 1995, whereas the rest had maintained the original number of species (Fig. 5A).
Noplotsgainedspeciesofcushionplants.Thedistributionofthelossesbetweentreatment
typeswasnotdifferentthanthatexpectedbychance(Fisher’sexacttest,p > 0.20).
The effect of nutrient manipulation was included in the best model for cover of both
deciduousandevergreenshrubs.Fordeciduousshrubs,therewasnosignificantdifference
between cover in plots with and without the nutrient treatment (linear comparisons, p =
0.07,Fig.3B),howeverdiversitydeclinedsignificantlyintheplotswhichhadaddednutri-
ents(linearcomparisons,p < 0.001;Fig.4A).Conversely,evergreenshrubcoverdecreased
significantly withthe nutrientmanipulation (linear comparisons,p < 0.001, Fig.3C), but
diversityofevergreenshrubsshowednoresponsetoanyofthetreatments(Fig.4B).
Forbcover(Table2,Fig.3D)anddiversity(Fig.4C)intheplotswasunaffectedbyanyof
themanipulations.
Grasscoverrespondedtoasignificantinteractionbetweenthenutrientandtemperature
manipulation. Grass cover increased in the nutrient treatment compared to the control
treatment (linear comparisons, p = 0.004), with intermediate abundance in the other
Alatalo et al. (2014), PeerJ, DOI 10.7717/peerj.406 7/18Figure 2 Cover of different functional groups, by treatment and year. Percentage of the total cover
within the plots made up by six different functional groups, by treatment and year.
plots (Fig. 3E). By 1999, seven of the treatment plots had increased in richness but none
of the control plots had changed in richness, which represented a significant effect of the
perturbations (Fisher’s exact test, p = 0.002; Fig. 5B). By 2001, additional gain and loss of
speciesrichnesshadnegatedthiseffect(Fisher’sexacttest,p > 0.05).Sedgecoverincreased
significantly in the plots receiving nutrient amendment (linear comparisons, p = 0.01),
especially in 1999 although the effect had waned by 2001 (Fig. 3F). The majority of plots
eitherdecreasedinspeciesrichnessormaintainedthesamenumberofspeciesby1999and
2001, and the distribution of changes among the treatments was not different than that
whichwouldbepredictedbytheglobalmean(Fisher’sexacttest,p > 0.10;Fig.5C).
DISCUSSION
Total vascular plant cover in the alpine meadow increased significantly with nutrient
perturbation over the seven-year experiment, maintaining the direction of its short-term
response into the medium-term. The most notable responses to simulated global change
came at the functional group level, where cover and diversity of some functional groups
showed consistent short- and medium-term responses to perturbations (nutrient
addition, warming and combined nutrient addition and warming) while after seven
years of perturbations others showed either recovery from their initial responses, or
intensification of those responses. In particular, the nutrient and the combined warming
and nutrient treatment caused changes in the dominance structure in the meadow.
Cover of grasses increased dramatically in the nutrient and the combined warming and
Alatalo et al. (2014), PeerJ, DOI 10.7717/peerj.406 8/18Figure 3 Total cover of cushion plants, deciduous shrubs, evergreen shrubs, forbs, grasses, and sedges. Total cover of cushion plants (A),
deciduous shrubs (B), evergreen shrubs (C), forbs (D), grasses (E), and sedges (F) within the plots. Bar colors and treatment codes are as in Fig. 1.
Letter labels above the bars for treatments, where present, indicate that linear comparisons performed within the generalized linear mixed-effects
modelshowedsignificant(p<0.05)differencesbetweentreatments.Therewerenosignificantdifferencesbetweentreatmentsfortheotherresponse
variables. Error bars represent one standard error of the mean within each treatment and year.
nutrient enhancement treatments in the meadow community, with response increasing
over the course of several years. This increased their relative dominance compared to
the previously shown shorter-term responses (Alatalo, 1998; J¨ agerbrand et al., 2009).
These results are in line with other studies, as graminoids have been reported to increase
dramatically in abundance in response to nutrient addition in several previous studies in
alpine and arctic communities (Theodose & Bowman, 1997; Klanderud & Totland, 2005;
Calvo et al., 2005; Campioli, Leblans & Michelsen, 2012; Onipchenko et al., 2012). Sedges
thattraditionallyhavebeenincorporatedintothe“graminoids”functionalgroupinmany
previous studies showed a contrasting pattern, with abundance decreasing among years
in all treatments in the meadow community. This is in contrast to other studies that have
indicated that sedges may have more positive responses than grasses (Bowman et al., 1993;
Walker et al., 2001; Soudzilovskaia & Onipchenko, 2005; Bassin et al., 2007). These studies
havesuggestedthatthepositiveresponseisbecausetraitssuchaslowernutrientlossesand
slowturnoverratesaremoreimportantinnutrientlimitedhabitatsforcompetitivesuccess
(Aerts,1999).Furthermore,ithaspreviouslybeenreportedthatspeciesresponddifferently
Alatalo et al. (2014), PeerJ, DOI 10.7717/peerj.406 9/18Figure 4 Shannon’s diversity index for deciduous shrubs, evergreen shrubs, and forbs. Shannon’s
diversity index for deciduous shrubs (A), evergreen shrubs (B), and forbs (C) within the plots. Bar colors
and treatment codes are as in Fig. 1. Letter labels above the bars for treatments in (A) indicate that linear
comparisons performed within the linear mixed-effects model showed significant (p < 0.05) differences
between treatments. There were no significant differences between treatments for (B) or (C). Error bars
represent one standard error of the mean within each treatment and year.
to temperature and nutrient perturbations at different sites (Elmendorf et al., 2012; Press
et al., 1998), thus the species composition of the “functional group” at a specific site may
influence the community’s responses. Indeed, the functional group designation has not
alwaysyieldedconsistentresultsinglobalchangeexperiments(Dormann&Woodin,2002).
Inthatcase,apossibleexplanationforourcontrastingresultsmaybethatthesedgespecies
found in our meadow community might not be as responsive as the sedge species from
othersitesreportingapositiveresponseforthefunctionalgroup.
Previous short-term studies have found positive short-term responses of forbs to
nutrient addition (Henry, Freedman & Svoboda, 1986; Bowman et al., 1993; Calvo et
al., 2005; Onipchenko et al., 2012), including a five-year study in this same community
(J¨ agerbrandetal.,2009).However,wefoundthatthisresponsehaddisappearedafterseven
Alatalo et al. (2014), PeerJ, DOI 10.7717/peerj.406 10/18Figure5 Changesinspeciesrichnessfrom1995levelsforthelow-diversityfunctionalgroupsofcushionplants,grasses,andsedgesbytreatment
and year. Changes in species richness from 1995 levels for the low-diversity functional groups of cushion plants (A), grasses (B), and sedges (C) by
treatment and year. Fisher’s exact test showed that for grasses (B), treatment significantly (p = 0.002) affected the gain or loss of species by 1999, but
for the other functional groups the gain or loss of species within the treatments was not significantly different than predicted by the global mean.
years of perturbations. In all treatments, mean forb cover decreased to a level near or
below its initial starting value. Warming also caused contrasting short- and longer-term
responses: after seven years of warming the forbs had declined their cover, while having
previously not responded to shorter-term treatment (J¨ agerbrand et al., 2009). Contrasting
responses were also found in a short-term study in the Swiss Alps, where species-specific
responses of different forbs to nutrient addition varied between negative, neutral and
positive(Bassinetal.,2007).
Evergreenshrubsshowedasignificantandcomplexresponsetonutrientaddition.After
seven years the cover of evergreen shrubs had recovered from the short-term negative
response to the combined warming and nutrient addition that was reported in a previous
study (J¨ agerbrand et al., 2009), gaining their previous relative share of the dominance
hierarchy in terms of cover. However, cover had increased in the control and temperature
treatments over seven years, an effect which seemed to be dampened by the nutrient
perturbation. Nevertheless, the appearance of a recover by evergreen shrubs is interesting
as, for instance, in a four-year study in Norway the evergreen shrub Dryas octopetala lost
its dominant position in the community to graminoids in response to nutrient addition
and combined warming and nutrient addition (Klanderud & Totland, 2005). It has been
suggestedthatevergreenshrubsaremorelikelytodeclineinresponsetonutrientaddition,
while deciduous shrubs are likely to increase due to the same perturbation (Chapin et al.,
1995). The potential recovery of evergreen shrubs in our results is a novel finding, and
Alatalo et al. (2014), PeerJ, DOI 10.7717/peerj.406 11/18shouldbefurtherexaminedinotherlong-termstudies.Furthermore,wefoundnosupport
for a deciduous shrub increase. Rather, deciduous shrubs cover decreased in response to
both the nutrient and combined warming and nutrient addition treatments. This was
caused by an initial short-term response (J¨ agerbrand et al., 2009), since their relative share
ofthecoverdidnotcontinuetodeclineafterthefiveyears.Theseresultsreinforceprevious
experimental findings that diversity of both types of shrubs are negatively affected by
increasingnutrientavailability(Pressetal.,1998;Klanderud&Totland,2005).
Cushion plants decreased in cover in response to nutrient and the combined warming
and nutrient addition. Similarly, in high Arctic Svalbard, 5 years of nutrient addition
caused significant decrease of Saxifraga oppositifolia (Robinson et al., 1998), while Silene
acaulis has been shown to respond in contrasting manner to short and medium term
nutrient addition (Alatalo & Little, 2014). If cushion plants begin to decrease in larger
numbers in severe environments, this could potentially impact a wide array of species in
ecosystems where they are found due to their importance as facilitator species (Cavieres &
Arroyo,2002;Molenda,Reid&Lortie,2012).
Total species richness declined over the seven years of warming, while species richness,
diversity, and evenness showed nonsignificant decreases in the combined nutrient
and warming treatment. The largest decline in species diversity after seven years of
perturbation was found in deciduous shrubs in response to nutrient addition and the
combined warming and nutrient addition. In contrast grasses increased their species
richness, almost tripling in response to the combined warming and nutrient addition,
and sedges showed a nonsignificant trend of increasing species richness in response to the
nutrient addition but decreasing in response to warming. A decrease in species richness
due to simulated global change has also been reported in other studies. A 9-year study
with experimental warming and nutrient addition in Alaskan tundra found that species
richness declined by 30–50% due to losses primarily of rarer species, but this was mainly
caused by loss of bryophytes, lichens and forbs (Chapin et al., 1995). In alpine Norway,
four years of combined warming and nutrient addition caused a significant decline in
total species richness, caused by a decline in bryophytes and lichens, while the same
perturbation increased species richness of graminoids (Klanderud & Totland, 2005). In
the same study species richness of forbs increased in response to nutrient addition. The
contrasting results of species richness of forbs ranging from negative (Chapin et al., 1995),
neutral (this study), to positive (Klanderud & Totland, 2005), suggest that the responses
maybehighlyspecies-specific.
Community diversity has been shown to decrease in arctic and alpine meadows in
response to nutrient addition (Theodose & Bowman, 1997; Wardle et al., 2013) and in
particularinresponsetocombinedwarmingandfertilization(Pressetal.,1998;Klanderud
& Totland, 2005). Generally, this study supports the productivity–diversity relationship
found across arctic habitats, with community diversity peaking in mid-productivity
systems and crashing as nutrient availability increases further (Virtanen et al., 2013).
Thisislikelyduetotheincreasingcompetitioninplant–plantinteractionsandtheshifting
dominance structure with grasses taking over the experimental plots and suggests that
Alatalo et al. (2014), PeerJ, DOI 10.7717/peerj.406 12/18globalchangeinthearcticcouldentailnotonlyredistributionofvegetationtypes,butalso
significantcoststobiodiversity.
CONCLUSIONS
The different perturbations caused shifts in dominance hierarchies in the alpine meadow.
Nutrient addition drove the community to become more dominated by grasses, sedges
and forbs. Short-term responses were shown to be inconsistent in their ability to predict
medium-term responses for sedges, shrubs, cushion plants and forbs. However, grasses
showed consistent and very substantial response to nutrient addition over the whole
period of seven years. The non-linear responses over time point out the importance
of longer-term studies with repeated measurements to be able to better predict future
changes. The non-linear responses also have important implications for improving
modeling the future changes to global change. The different changes to warming and
nutrientadditionwilllikelyhaveimplicationsfortrophicinteractions,andmayultimately
influence the access to and palatability of the forage for grazers. Depending on what
anthropogenic change will be most pronounced in the future (increase in nutrient
deposits, warming, or a combination of them both), different shifts in community
dominancehierarchiesmayoccur.
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